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Introduction 
 Historically comic books and, their more recent counterpart, the longer graphic 
novels, have been thought to be primarily for boys.  With comics’ often super heroic 
themes and sexually and violently graphic images, many have assumed that this is a 
literary genre in which girls are just not interested.  Recently, this assumption has started 
to prove less and less true.  Over the last three decades graphic novels especially have 
moved beyond superheroes to include genres such as realistic fiction, biography, romance 
and even historical memoirs.  This new variety has begun to draw girls to this sequential 
art medium in droves.  This type of literature has become so broadly popular with both 
genders that libraries all over the country are seeking ways to highlight and expand their 
collections while teachers are working graphic novels into their lesson plans because of 
the books’ well acknowledged ability to get even the most reluctant of readers excited 
about books. 
 Though the audience for graphic novels and comic books is becoming more 
diverse, one might still argue that many of the components that caused it to be deemed 
masculine still remain. For instance, this medium is still vastly dominated by men, both 
as authors and as illustrators.  Also, the bestselling graphic novels and comic books are 
still those books with superhero themes.  From this information one could assume that 
even while the genre has become more varied, the traditional content such as images of 
graphic violence and fetishized images of women still remain as a staple within the texts.  
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Unrealistic portrayals of women are of particular concern with more teen girls choosing 
to read these books.  Research has shown that teen girls are particularly vulnerable to 
comparing themselves with images of women in the media.  What kind of messages are 
they receiving about their bodies as they delve into graphic novels?  Do the old 
unrealistic proportions of female superheroes remain or have the images broadened along 
with the variety of subjects covered and the audience?  
 These questions about the bodies of girls that appear in graphic novels are ones 
that have not really been considered in the past.  Certain components of these questions 
have been examined, such as the presence of over sexualized bodies, their placement 
within the comic frame, and the ways in which these women are dressed, but very few if 
any studies have focused solely on the body size of the characters.  With our fairly recent 
understanding of the impact that idealized bodies can have on the body and self images of 
teen girls, it is important to consider what messages they are receiving from this very 
visual and very popular form of literature, especially with many graphic novels now 
being targeted at girls specifically. 
 This study will examine the body types of young female characters in graphic 
novels, including those intended for female audiences  It will first attempt to discern if 
there are differences in the ways that bodies are drawn in books marketed to girls versus 
those marketed to the general public. Do graphic novels for girls portray healthy body 
images or do they adhere to the superhero type conventions?  Secondly, the study will 
examine the context of these images within their audience groups.  Are healthier and 
more naturally shaped bodies drawn more by women or men?  Do average shaped girls 
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have more or less romantic attachments than their thin and curvy counterparts?  And 
finally, taking into account all of the information gathered on both sets of books, it will 
examine how the images of young females in current popular graphic novels compare 
with the exaggerated female superhero bodies that have become the stereotype of how 
women are drawn in graphic novels.  Studying the portrayal of female bodies in this way 
will provide insight into the messages that teen girls are getting with regard to the “ideal” 
body size and shape from these books and provide insight into the ways that comics are 
changing along with their audience. 
  
Background Literature 
Development of Body Image and Self Esteem in Teenage Girls 
 The adolescent stage of a girl’s development marks a turning point in her self-
esteem.  Studies show that while self-esteem is relatively high across the board during 
childhood, a girl’s confidence begins to fade as she reaches her teenage years (Robins 
and Trzesniewski, 2005).  Some of the factors that contribute to a teen’s sense of self 
during this time are “race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, educational achievement, 
pubertal timing, religiosity, and body satisfaction” (Impett, et al., 2008 p. 723).  For girls 
especially, their bodies are inextricably linked to their sense of self.  Society teaches girls 
to monitor their bodies’ size and to use this information as a source of positive or 
negative self-esteem (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997).  This makes them particularly 
sensitive to comparing their bodies to others in order to determine how they feel about 
themselves. 
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Body Image, Self Esteem, and the Media 
 Current research shows that the large number  of media images teens are 
confronted with daily have an effect on their self image, in particular their perception of 
their bodies.  Present media trends portray the ideal female body size as dangerously thin. 
For instance, in a study evaluating the weight of actresses on TV situation comedies, it 
was found that 76% were well below average weight (Fouts, 2000).  This was 
staggeringly more than the 33% of characters that were found to be below average weight 
in a study done by the same researchers just one year before (you need to add the citation 
for that study).  
These images, though, do more than merely present an unrealistic portrait of the 
average body.  They have a dramatic effect on the psyche and actions of the viewer.  
Research has shown that viewing images of idealized bodies has significant repercussions 
on women’s self esteem and body image.  Women internalize these messages and 
respond with feelings of “anger, anxiety, depression and decreased body satisfaction” 
(Cahill and Mussap, 2007, p. 637).  These emotions are a result of a kind of self 
comparison that occurs when one encounters images that threaten the positive images that 
one has of oneself (Bergstrom, Neighbors, and Malheim, 2009).  When confronted with 
these idealized images, women also tend to adjust their eating habits.  In a study in which 
participants were shown a number of images of women, those who were shown thin 
models were four times less likely to accept food compensation at the end of the study 
than those that were shown average sized women (Neff, 2008).  This result supports 
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Cahill and Mussap’s assertion that this internalization possibly promotes symptoms of 
eating disorders (2007).  
 Discrepancies in body size are not the only issues facing teen females when it 
comes to assessing their physical self.  In addition to idealizing thinness, the media also 
promotes the value of a woman’s breast size.  Most research that has been done involving 
women and body images focuses solely on weight, but recent studies suggest that women 
are also being negatively affected by the emphasis that the media places on breast size as 
a symbol of femininity and desirability (Forbes and Frederick, 2008).  In a similar way to 
the comparison that occurs internally regarding weight, women are likely to use the 
media images they encounter as a guide for informing their attitudes about themselves 
and their breasts (Goodman and Walsh-Childers, 2004).  
The issues of thinness and breast size are highly related.  The media has 
perpetuated the notion that a 36-24-36 body make up is ideal.  On a female’s body, these 
measurements result in a size 2 waist, size 4 hips and a size 10 bust (Harrison, 2003.)  
Goodman and Walsh-Childers (2003) note that because breasts are composed of fat 
which is a result of the overall body-fat of an individual “the vast majority of thin women 
would have to have their breasts medically altered to achieve this” (p. 657).  Studies also 
show that breast size has become increasingly associated, not only with desirability but 
with such characteristics as “intelligence, successfulness, and popularity” (Tantleff-Dunn, 
2001).  This study that tracked stereotypes associated with breast and chest sizes 
throughout the 1990s, found that both men and women saw women with larger breasts as 
having more of these aforementioned positive qualities (p. 239).   Teens absorb these 
  8
images, and with them the ideals, the same as all women and it alters their body and self 
images. In the last few years there has been an alarming increase in the number of teens 
who have had breast implant surgery.  Between 2002 and 2004 alone, there was a 24% 
increase in the number of girls under 18 that had breast implant surgery.  In 2003 alone, 
3,841 teens had the surgery (Kreimer, 2004).   
 
Teenage Girls and Graphic Novels  
If the images of bodies that female teens encounter have the potential to wield this 
much influence on their psyches and attitudes, it important to take into consideration the 
kinds of media they consume.  Comic books and graphic novels may not be what one 
immediately thinks of as “media” but with the increasing popularity of this format, teens 
are encountering images from this source regularly.  Research has consistently shown 
that among teenaged readers, comic books and graphic novels are ranked at the top of 
their reading lists (Snowball, 2005 and Hughes-Hassell and Rodge, 2007).  With the 
American Library Association (ALA) choosing the theme “Getting Graphic” for its 2003 
reading program and young adult graphic novels winning a number of very prestigious 
awards in the last few years, it is becoming clear that these books are a growing area of 
literature.   
Historically, comic books and graphic novels have been viewed as literature for 
boys, but this too is changing.  Especially popular among girls right now is a form of 
Manga known as Shojo, a kind of graphic novel from Japan that is written specifically for 
girls.  The stories often have some element of romance and center around relationships 
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(Arnold, 2004).  Girls are also becoming a specifically targeted audience by a number of 
publishers.  The publisher DC Comics, for example, attempted to capitalize on the 
success of Shojo by creating an imprint named Minx that was intended for teen girl 
readers.  The intent according to the editor was to present “stories about real girls in the 
real world” (Deahl, date, page number).   
 Though girls might present a new audience for comic books publishers, the 
creation of sequential art books is a traditionally male dominated field.  Though there are 
more women authors and illustrators currently, the vast majority of comic creators are 
male.  This lopsidedness is evident in both the way that characters are drawn and their 
positioning within a story, as it often gives preference to heterosexual male fantasies 
(citation). In author and artist, Paige Braddock’s article about women in comics she 
makes the observation that while male characters are allowed a wide range of emotions, 
actions and personalities, female characters are required to be either sexy or cute 
(Braddock, 2004).  In a story that she tells about a meeting with a mentor, she was 
instructed that male characters can look anyway that one wants, but that females “should 
always have small feet, hands and waists…[and] should always be attractive” (Braddock, 
2004, pg. number for quote).   
This advice, it seems is not merely this mentor’s alone, but is echoed in 
instructional books that teach the art of drawing for comics.  The Wizard How to Draw 
series includes a number of books, all featuring different topics but with an extremely 
thin and large breasted woman on the cover, that teach novices how to draw characters 
that publishers will be interested in (Wizard Entertainment, 2005).   In the book How to 
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Draw: Heroic Anatomy, beginners are instructed on the way that the different sexes 
should be drawn.  Though both sexes are shown being drawn with exaggerated features, 
men always have enormous muscles, for example, there is particular attention paid to the 
sensuality of a woman’s body.  In fact, there is an entire chapter entitled “Sultry Women” 
of which there is not an equivalent for men.  In this chapter, sexuality and attractiveness 
are defined by symmetry.  The terms like “hourglass shape,” “S-curve” and “gently” are 
used to describe how a woman should look.  Though large breasts are not explicitly 
encouraged, they are very present throughout the books.  Interestingly enough, when this 
was mentioned, the author’s advised that “bigger is not always better (93).” However this 
is statement was accompanied by a drawing of an overweight woman eating to illustrate 
his point (p. 93).   
Until this point, there has been relatively little research done on the ways 
women’s bodies are portrayed in comics and graphic novels.  For years, this format was 
dominated almost exclusively by superheroes and cartoon animals.  Today, the range of 
subjects and genres available to readers has grown to include historical, science fiction, 
biography, readaptations of classics, humor, etc.  With the evidence that suggests that 
women’s self image and self esteem are strongly affected by media images, it is very 
important that graphic novels be examined to assess the messages teens are receiving 
from them.  Are female characters continuing to be drawn in the same formulaic ways, 
regardless of the intended audience?  Or are the images of women different depending on 
the book’s intended audience? 
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Similar studies have been conducted on other formats of young adult literature, 
For example, Beth Younger (2003) has studied the way that thinness is represented with 
sexuality in young adult fiction.  In her study of eight of novels, she finds that, thinness is 
associated with control, success, and even responsibility. Characters that are overweight 
are depicted as not in control of their sexuality and are often punished for engaging in 
sexual activities (2003).  These messages, although conveyed through text, have the 
potential to alter the ways girls think about themselves and their bodies.  
  
Methodology 
Sample Selection  
The intent of this study is to determine if there is any difference in the female 
body representations of those graphic novels designed for girls in comparison to those 
that did not target a specific audience.  Books were selected for examination based on 
their intended audience.  The books from the imprint Minx published by DC Comics 
were used as a sample of books intended for a female teenage reader.  These books were 
selected because they are both designed for girls and claim to present stories about “real 
girls.”  
GIRLS’ BOOKS 
The Plain Janes 
Confessions of a 
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Blabbermouth 
Kimmie66 
Water Baby 
Token 
Re-gifters 
Good as Lily 
Clubbing 
Emiko: Superstar 
Burnout 
New York Four 
                                     Table 1: Girls’ Books 
 
The sample of “general audience” materials was drawn from comic distributor, 
Diamond’s, graphic novel “Core List” for ages 13-18.  The books on this list represent 
the most popular materials for teens.  The selection of books for general audiences often 
referred to a graphic novel series rather than an individual book.   When this was the 
case, one of two strategies was employed.  Either the first book in the series was 
examined, or if the series had main female characters that were not in the first book, the 
first book in which they were introduced was used.  
  13
GENERAL AUDIENCE BOOKS 
Castle Waiting 
Naruto 
Hikaru no Go 
Courtney Crumrin 
Simpsons 
Bone 
Sandman 
Bleach 
Fruits Basket 
Persepolis 
American Born Chinese 
Ultimate Spider Man 
Barefoot Gen 
Astonishing X‐Men 
Death Note  
Age of Bronze 
                                    Table 2: General Audience Books 
 
 
None of books included in the sample share the same illustrator, although a small 
number have the same author.  Both the girls’ and general audience books also represent 
span a wide range of genres as shown in Table 1.   
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Genre 
 
Number 
Manga  5 
Fantasy  9 
Realistic  8 
Science Fiction  1 
Humor  1 
Superhero  2 
Non‐fiction  2 
    Table 3: Genres Represented 
 
Coding Scheme 
This study focused solely on the bodies of the adolescent female characters in the 
books.   Although other narrative details are included the in the assessment, physical 
features such as clothing styles, body positioning and posture were not addressed in this 
study, nor was there any attempt to judge the overall “sexiness” of the characters. In all of 
the books only the most prominent adolescent females were examined.  Because of this, 
the number of characters examined in each book varies, though there are no more than 5 
from any one book. Adult women, such as mothers and teachers, were not considered 
because it was determined that teenage girls would be less likely to compare their bodies 
to this group. 
Bodies of characters were assessed in four categories--shape, size, hair length and 
hair texture.  The use of two factors (size and shape) to determine the overall body 
composition was done to account for both the fact that girls psyche’s are affected by both 
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the media’s portrayal of weight and breast size.  Bodies coded with seemingly 
contradicting combinations (slim/hourglass) should be interpreted as unrealistic body 
shapes.  
 To establish the body size of the characters, female bodies were coded using the 
social networking site MySpace’s body classifications “slim,” “average,” “some excess 
baggage,” and “more to love.”  These labels were chosen to remove the appearance of 
value judgment with regards to body size on the part of the coder.  The labels also put the 
bodies into an assessment context that teens regularly use to describe themselves.  Bodies 
were assigned the aforementioned terms by using the criteria defined in Table 2. These 
were determined by the overall appearance of fat on the body, not where the fat was 
present. The only exception to this occurred when a waist was extraordinarily small.  In 
these instances, bodies were coded as “slim” regardless of the size of chest or hips. 
 
BODY SIZE  DEFINITION 
(according to BMI standards) 
Slim  Underweight 
Average  “Healthy weight” 
Some excess 
baggage 
Slightly overweight 
More to love  Overweight 
    Table 4: Body Size and Definition 
 
 In addition to the size of the characters, the shape of their bodies was taken into 
consideration.  The shapes of the bodies were primarily determined by chest, waist and 
hip sizes.  Characters’ bodies were labeled using common body shape descriptors.  These 
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included the terms “hourglass,” “ruler,” “inverted triangle,” “apple,” and “pear.” Bodies 
were assigned the aforementioned terms by using the criteria defined in Table 3.  In 
instances where the clothing was very large or prevented the body shape from being 
shown, the shape was determined by the shape the clothing made the body appear to be.   
 
  BODY SHAPE  DEFINITION 
  Hourglass  Waist 
dramatically 
smaller than 
waist and hips 
  Ruler  Chest and hips 
small or not 
present; waist 
not clearly 
defined 
  Inverted Triangle  Chest noticeable 
larger than waist 
and hips 
  Apple  Chest and hips 
larger; waist not 
clearly defined 
  Pear  Hips noticeably 
larger than waist 
and chest 
    Table 5: Body Shapes and Definitions 
 
 Body shape and size were not the only physical characteristics assessed.  
Hair length and style, as well as the apparent race of the character were considered as 
well. Hair length was coded by the area that it reached on the body using the 
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measurements “above cheek,” “cheek to chin,” “chin to shoulders,” “shoulders to chest,” 
“chest to waist,” and “below waist.” Hair style was primarily determined by the texture of 
the hair (i.e. straight, curly, etc.) or if it was in a very recognizable style (i.e. dreadlocks, 
Mohawk, etc.).  Race of the characters was potentially determined by a number of factors 
including if the race was mentioned in the story, the name of the character and the 
character’s appearance.  In instances where the character’s race was not overtly apparent, 
she was coded as “unknown.” 
Finally, the author/illustrator gender, book genre and the character’s romantic 
involvement within the narrative were recorded for each title.  
Assessment Process 
 Once the bodies of the characters were coded, characteristics were assessed 
individually and in combinations.  Each category was examined separately to gain a 
better understanding of how the book groups compared to each other on all levels.  Then, 
categories were assessed together to identify if there were any overarching trends when 
characteristics appeared at the same time.  After this information was considered, 
categories were combined to identify archetypes for both groups.  Because the sample 
was not large enough to produce a most common combination that had any significant 
meaning, archetypes were based on combining the most frequently observed 
characteristics. Finally, the images from both the girl and general audience graphic novels 
were combined to determine the most common archetype that girls reading graphic 
novels would encounter.   
Results 
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Individual Results 
Table 4 presents the percentage breakdown of the body sizes of female characters 
in the girl and general audience graphic novels.   As shown, there were definite 
differences in the ways that bodies were drawn between the two groups.  In girls’ novels, 
50% of all bodies were “slim” with the next most common size being “average” at 29%.  
Alternately, in the general audience books 68% of girls were “average” and 32% were 
“slim.” “Some excess baggage” bodies, or those that were slightly overweight, only 
appeared in girls’ graphic novels and they represented 21% of the girls.  Overweight, or 
“More to love,” bodies were not represented in any of the graphic novels, regardless of 
the intended audience. 
BODY SIZE 
PERCENT IN GRAPHIC 
NOVELS FOR GIRLS’ 
n=24 
PERCENT IN GENERAL 
n=22 
Slim  50  32 
Average  29  68 
Some Excess Baggage  21  0 
More to Love  0  0 
  Table 6: Body Size 
 When body shape was examined, the most common shape for both girls’ and 
general audience graphic novels was “Ruler.” This shape represented 46% of the female 
bodies in the girls’ novels and 55% of those in the general audience. “Hourglass” bodies 
were considerably less present in both groups, representing 21% in girls’ and 32% 
general audience.  Though the percentages for the most common body shapes were 
  19
relatively similar, those books intended for female readers had a slightly more diverse 
range of bodies.  Only 14% of the female bodies in general audience books are not 
“Ruler” or “Hourglass,” while 32% of the bodies in girls’ books fall into the “Inverted 
Triangle,” “Apple,” and “Pear” categories. Notably, the “Apple” shape represents 8% of 
the bodies in girls’ novels, but is completely absent from those for general audiences. 
Also, somewhat surprisingly, the top heavy “Inverted Triangle” is more likely to be 
featured in the girls’ books than in the other group. 
SHAPE 
PERCENT IN GIRLS’ 
GRAPHIC NOVELS 
n=24 
 
PERCENT IN GENERAL 
n=22 
Hourglass  21  32 
Ruler  46  55 
Inverted Triangle  17  9 
Apple  8  0 
Pear  8  5 
  Table 7: Body Shape 
 While the body shapes and sizes were somewhat similar in both the girls’ and 
general audience novels, there were considerable differences in the other body 
characteristics. Overall, the hair length in girls’ graphic novels is considerably shorter 
than in general audience books.  The most common hair lengths among girl graphic 
novels fell between the cheek and the chin (33%) and the chin and the shoulder (29%).  
In contrast, the most common hair length for the general audience books fell between the 
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shoulder and the chest (36%), followed by a three way tie; between the chest and waist 
(14%), below the waist (14%), and above the cheek (14%).  As shown the Figure 1 
below, the longer the hair, the less likely it is to be seen in a girl’s graphic novel, where 
as the opposite is true within the general group.   
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                   Figure 1: Hair Length 
Though there were differences between the hair lengths, there were no differences 
with regards to hair style.  Straight hair was by far the most common hairstyle in girls’ 
(88%) and general audience (91%) graphic novels.  In fact, the only other two hairstyles 
represented in these books were curly and dreadlocks.  For both groups of books, these 
styles accounted for less than 10% of the hair. 
Not surprisingly, the vast majority of authors and illustrators of both groups of 
books were male.  Out of the 28 books used in the study only 9 were written by a woman 
and only 5 were illustrated by one.  The girls’ books were authored by a male 58% of the 
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time and had a 10% chance of being illustrated by a female.  The general audiences’ 
books were also more likely to be authored by a male (75%) but had a slightly better 
chance at being illustrated by a female (19%). 
The romantic status of the characters was also considered during the analysis.  
There was very little difference between books across the board.  For the most part, the 
female characters were more romantically involved than not.  In girls’ graphic novels 
58% of the books have a romantic storyline. General audience graphic novels only come 
in slightly lower with 55%. 
Race was also considered during the study, but the findings were largely 
inconclusive.   There appeared to be a broader range of races represented in the girls’ 
novels, but 23% of characters’ races were indiscernible in the general audience books.  
Similarly, 17% of characters’ races were unidentifiable in the books intended for girls.  
The only assumption that can be drawn from this data is the possibility that the books 
intended for girls were either more likely to mention the race of the character within the 
narrative or the race was a featured component of the story. 
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RACE 
GIRLS’ 
n=24 
GENERAL 
n=22 
White  63%  59% 
Asian  8%  18% 
Black  8%  0 
Hispanic  4%  0 
?  17%  23% 
 
 
 
 
 
                                     Table 8: Race 
 
Combined Results 
Figure 2 
Figure 3 
                     When these individual qualities are examined in 
combinations, other information about the ways that 
girls are drawn within these graphic novels was 
gained.  To gain a better understanding of the most 
frequently drawn female character for both sets of 
books, the most common sizes, shapes, and hair 
lengths were combined to create the archetypes for the 
girl and general audience books.  The archetype for the girls’ books 
was a girl with a “Slim/Ruler” body and straight hair that fell between 
the chin and the cheek, an example of this is “Jane” from The Plain Janes (Figure 2).  
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The archetype for the general audience books was a girl with an “Average/Ruler” body 
and straight hair that fell between the shoulder and chest, an example of this is “Akira” 
from Hikaru no go. (Figure 3).  
 Overall there was more diversity in the pairings of size and shape in the girls’ 
graphic novels than in the general audience’s.  As shown in Table 7 which illustrates the 
percentages of the different pairings in the general audience novels, there are only 7 
couplings as compared to 15 in the girls’.  This difference can partially be attributed to 
the fact that there are no “Some Excess Baggage” characters in the general audience 
books, whereas there are some in the girls’.  Tables 7 and 8 also highlight the preferred 
shape/size combinations for both sets of books.  As noted by the archetypes, general 
audience books had significantly more “Average/Ruler” (50%) combinations, while the 
girls’ novels favored “Slim/Ruler” (29%).  Interestingly, the second most common 
shape/size combination for general audience books was strikingly different with 
“Slim/Hourglass” (23%).  The girls’ graphic novels second most common pairing was 
still un-curvy with “Average/Ruler” (13%). 
COMBINED GENERAL 
n=22 
  Ruler  Hourglass 
Inverted 
Triangle  Pear  Apple 
Slim  5% 23% 4% 0%  0%
Average  50% 9% 4% 5%  0%
Some 
Excess 
Baggage  0% 0% 0% 0%  0%
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More to 
love  0% 0% 0% 0%  0%
            Table 9: General Size/Shape 
COMBINED GIRLS’ 
n=24 
  Ruler  Hourglass 
Inverted 
Triangle  Pear  Apple 
Slim  29% 8% 8% 4%  0%
Average  13% 8% 4% 4%  0%
Some 
Excess 
Baggage  4% 4% 4% 0%  8%
More to 
love  0% 0% 0% 0%  0%
                     Table 10: Girls’ Size/Shape 
 
 When romantic storylines were examined along with body shape and size it was 
discovered that the body size most often romantically involved was “Slim” for both girls’ 
(75%) and general audience books (71%).  “Average” sized characters considerably less 
romantically involved in both as well.  “Average” characters in girls’ books had romantic 
storylines 43% of the time and “Average” general audience girls faired slightly better at 
47%.  “Some Excess Baggage” girls in the girls’ novels were the least likely to be 
involved, but not by a significant amount, 40%.  These larger characters were not 
featured in the general audience books sampled. 
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 Girls’ and general audience characters did not have nearly as many similarities 
when it came to the shape of the girls and their romantic involvement.  The most often 
romantically involved character in the girls’ books was “Pear” (100%) with “Hourglass” 
coming in second (80%).  In the general audience novels, “Inverted Triangle” was 
romantically involved 100% of the time with “Hourglass” once again being the next 
likely (71%).  The least likely shapes to have a romance were “Apple” for girls’ (0%) and 
“Pear” for general (0%).  It is important to note as well that there were no “Apple” 
shaped girls in the general audience books sampled. 
 
 
GIRLS’ROMANCE 
n=24 
SIZE  Y  N 
Slim  75% 25%
Average  43% 57%
Some Excess 
Baggage  40% 60%
More to love  N/A  N/A 
                                       Table 11:  Girls’/Size/Romance 
GENERAL ROMANCE 
n=22 
SIZE  Y  N 
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 Slim  71% 29%
Average  47% 53%
Some Excess Baggage  N/A  N/A 
More to love  N/A  N/A 
 
 
 
 
 
                              
GIRLS’ ROMANCE 
n=24 
SHAPE  Y  N 
Hourglass  80% 20% 
Ruler  64% 36% 
Inverted 
Triangle  25% 75% 
Apple  0% 100% 
Pear  100% 0% 
Table 12: General/Size/Romance
Table 13: Girls’/Shape/Romance  
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GENERAL ROMANCE 
n=22 
SHAPE  Y  N 
Hourglass  71% 29%
Ruler  42% 58%
Inverted 
Triangle  100% 0%
Apple  N/A  N/A 
Pear  0% 100%
 
 
 
 
 
Table 14: General/Shape/Romance 
 
 
 
There were no differences found between male and female illustrators.  Because 
the number of women illustrators was so small in this sample size, it was impossible to 
make any definitive assumption.  But based on the data that was collected, it appeared 
that men were just as likely as women to illustrated women as all sizes, shapes and hair 
lengths.  In fact the images that both genders illustrated were very diverse. 
Discussion 
 In general, results of the study seem to indicate that there are certainly differences 
between the images of girls in graphic novels intended for girls and those intended for 
general audiences, but that these differences might be less than one might have originally 
suspected.  As shown in the results, in both the graphic novels designed for girls and 
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those intended for general audiences the most common body shape was “Ruler,” a shape 
that does not have exaggerated breasts or hips.  Also, somewhat surprisingly, the average 
woman in the general audience comics tended to be larger than those in the books for 
girls, though not by much.  This does not, of course, negate the fact that there were no 
larger women in the general audience books at all.  In fact, there were no “More to love” 
or overweight women in any of the books,.  But it is notable that across the board, women 
with relatively natural proportions were seen the most frequently.  
Surprisingly, the most significant differences in the most common body 
compositions had nothing to do with the characters physique, but their hair.  Female 
characters’ hair tended to be longer in the general audience graphic novels.  This was not 
the case in girls’ books where the longer the hair, the less likely it was to be seen.  This 
study can make no assumptions about this trend, but it presents an interesting question 
with regards to the audiences that both sets of books are catering to.   
 Though there were certainly similarities there were also some differences that 
deserve particular notice.  For instance, though the most common body composition of 
the general audience graphic novels portrayed a relatively realistic shape, the second 
most common combination of characteristics, “Slim/Hourglass,” certainly did not. This 
combination couples an underweight body with curves that occur naturally only on rare 
occassions.  Unlike the girls’ novels in which the “Ruler” shape could be found in both 
“Slim” and “Average” sized bodies, in the general audience books there was only one 
instance of a skinny character who did not have dramatic waist definition.  Another 
interesting factor, involves this archetype’s romantic relationships when compared to 
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those characters of average size.  A “Slim/Hourglass” character is more than twice as 
likely to have a romantic storyline as her “Average/Ruler” counterpart. 
 Though there were not a large number of female characters who were categorized 
as “Some Excess Baggage” those that were provide some interesting insights. First, these 
larger ladies did not appear in any of the general audience graphic novels.   They were 
however, far more often illustrated by a man.  They were also less likely, though not by 
much, to be involved in a romantic storyline.  One of the more interesting observations 
about this subject though came not from book content but from a book cover.  The cover 
of the girls’ book Good as Lily features a character that for the purpose of this study 
would have been classified as “Some Excess Baggage” (Figure 4), however the images of 
the same girl in inside of the book were a considerably smaller size (Figure 5).   Though 
no conclusions can be drawn from this observation, it is reasonable to assume that the 
publishers assumed that the larger Lily would sell the book more successfully than the 
smaller Lily.  This observation along with the other observed data allows for the 
possibility that larger images may sometimes be viewed as more attractive and thus may 
be more likely to appear in books in the future.   
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Figure 5 Figure 4 
 
As stated previously, this male dominated literary form has gained the reputation 
of consistently fetishizing women’s bodies by portraying them with unrealistic 
measurements. These results run counter to this notion and offer the possibility that 
graphic novels offer, or at least have begun to offer, healthier images of the female form.  
Though there were certainly instances of bodies that were unlikely to occur naturally, 
there were also bodies that represented healthy norms.  Even though the prevalence of 
“Slim” characters in the girls’ novels may seem disheartening, it is important to 
remember the fact that they were most often coupled with “Ruler” signifies that they 
often represented younger girls, for whom a slender shape is sometimes very natural.  At 
the very least, these findings present the possibility of a new understanding of how bodies 
in graphic novels are being drawn.  It is still necessary to consider how these current 
images are affecting teenagers of both genders, but we can be fairly certain that there is a 
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great possibility that they are not receiving a consistent diet of the overly curvaceous and 
impossibly thin stereotypes that have become associated with this literary medium. 
 
Further Study 
 This study does not investigate the connection between genre and body type, but a 
further study into this might account for some of the results found within.  For instance, 
was the large number of “Slim/Hourglass” bodies a product of the genre or the intended 
audience?  The most common genres evaluated in this study were fantasy and realistic 
fiction, which may have had some effect on the overall results.  Though this was a sample 
intended to represent the materials that a teenage girl would read, it would be interesting 
to look at the body representations in different genres to see if the results found here are 
comparable.  
 Further study involving the covers of graphic novels compared to their inside 
contents might also be useful.  As noted in the case of “Good as Lily,” the body 
representation on the cover of the book was considerably larger than the body on the 
inside.  It is often the case that the covers of books are drawn by different illustrators, as 
is the case in this instance. These pictures are often better drawn, in color and portray 
attractive images of the characters. It might be useful to examine this phenomenon and 
see if these bodies are often comparable, or if there are often differences.  Also, if it is 
indeed the case that publishers have discovered that fuller figures sell better, it would be 
useful to reattempt this study in a few years, to see if there have been any changes, 
positive or negative. 
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Alexovich, A., & Fletcher, J. K. (2007). Kimmie66. New York, NY: DC Comics.  
Campbell, R.,. (2008). Water baby. New York: Minx.  
Carey, M., Carey, L., & Alexovich, A. (2007). Confessions of a blabbermouth. New 
York, NY: Minx.  
Carey, M., Liew, S., & Hempel, M. (2007). Re-gifters. New York: DC Comics.  
Castellucci, C., & Rugg, J. (2007). The plain Janes. New York, N.Y.: DC Comics.  
Donner, R., & Miranda, I.,. (2008). Burnout. New York: Minx.  
Groening, M. (2002). Simpsons comics madness. New York: Perennial. 
Hotta, Y., Obata, T., & Umezawa, Y.,. (2004). Hikaru no go. 1, descent of the go master. 
San Francisco, CA: Viz.  
Jemas, B., Bagley, M., & Bendis, B. M. (2002). Ultimate Spider-Man : Power & 
responsibility. New York, NY: Marvel Comics.  
Kim, D. K., Hamm, J., & Fletcher, J. K. (2007). Good as Lily. New York: Minx.  
Kishimoto, M.,. (2003). Naruto. vol. 1, the tests of the ninja. San Francisco, CA: Viz.  
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soul reapers [vol.] 1. San Francisco, CA: Viz, Media.  
Kwitney, A., Jones, J., & Wands, S. (2008). Token. New York: Minx. Retrieved from 
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Medley, L. (2006). Castle waiting. Seattle, Wash.; London: Fantagraphics ; Turnaround 
[distributor].  
Naifeh, T. (2003). Courtney Crumrin and the night things. Portland, OR: ONI Press.  
Nakazawa, K., Spiegelman, A., & Project Gen (Organization). (2004). Barefoot Gen : A 
cartoon story of Hiroshima. San Francisco, Calif.: Last Gasp of San Francisco.  
Oba, T., Obata, T., & Rolf, P. (2005). Desu noto = death note. San Francisco: Viz Media.  
Satrapi, M.,. (2004). Persepolis 2 : The story of a return. New York: Pantheon Books.  
Shanower, E. (2001). Age of bronze. Orange, CA: Image.  
Smith, J., & Hamaker, S.,. (2005). Out from Boneville. New York: Graphix/Scholastic.  
Takaya, N. (2004). Fruits basket. volume 1. Los Angeles: Tokyopop.  
Tamaki, M., & Rolston, S. (2008). Emiko superstar. [New York]: Minx.  
Watson, A., & Howard, J. (2007). Clubbing. New York: Minx.  
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